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. 'By July. l 1984 with the active "involvement of schoohf" oy
- district administrators, teachers,and parents, every R
- school board 'shall adopt obJective—referenced pupil .
minimum competency tests which reflect’the school district's
curriculum and the &chool’ district s minimunrl standards of . v. R
S proficiency in reading, writing, and. mathematics (Wichnsin- .
. I _118 30 Pupil Minimum Competency Tests) B .

: Thus surfaced in the Wisconsin legislature in July, 1981 1 an. educational

:phenomenon that has received attention in at least 38 other states in the :
‘nation since the’early ‘70 s: the Minimum‘Competency,Testing movement,
) Lo . : ~. . T - : L : e
What shall'we.make.of this,educational movement? o br“v;‘" : }frf

— John Dewey, assessing”one of‘the‘educational dcurrents".of;the'twenties,_ﬁ
; made'observations'that_are‘feleyant to;educational moyementsin general.

-

Dewey pointed out that educators'react to the ”compelling" economic-and
political forces of th‘;modern world in two ways.v they retreat into eulogies N
of a culture of the past or they unreflectively embrace the . utilitarian

- . -

.ethic of the present._ In contrast, Dewey urged that educators become myth—

I3

makers: with an "inspired imagination, they may S iff e

N )

etransmute a soc1ety built on’an industry wh1ch is not yet
_ humanized into a society which wields its knowledge and -
- its industrial povWer in behalf of a democratic culture.,,..
- our, public education is the potential means for effecting .
- - . the transfiguration of the mechanics of modern life into
": . ' sentiment and'imaglnation (Dewey, 1929, p. 291 .and .293)..

':Dewey saw the need for educators to, adopt a critical stance toward the

N °‘

social forces of the-day and for them to express that stance in language v

’ T

,'that was self-conscious. Thus, ‘he called attention to the symbolic function

of curricular debate, . It is ‘this function,A e .

. B . . - : . . \ Loe Lo
. Lo . i . . - . 3 N
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as . it is manifested in«the minimum competency testing movement, that I wish

to investigate. ”].." o _‘ v N ';' S : l .”

K . e IS

- The general framework underlying this investigation relies on Dewey s

essay. It assumes that curricular debate necéssafily reflects the demands

of the society in which itfarises., Thejtopics that are~addressed spr1ng

-

from thngmilieu-ahd the language in which'issues are'couched'must-be appro_
_ priate to it. 'GiVen currentveconomic and social forces‘it is not'surprising
“.x [e— . .
7 '"that today thé‘debé?e codEerns minimums, competency and - testing.~ .

On the other hand, curricular discourse has: a force of its own._.It"

L,

‘ ‘acts back on and gives”definltion to~the milieu»in which it grows.i‘Demo-,
_graphic changes, to which some attribute the. impetus for MCT, are’ important,‘

to be sure,- but of equal 1mportance is the meaning ascribed to those changes.

>

My question 1s, do educatdrs recognize ‘the symbolic power of curricular

- . -—
- +

.T,debate° _ - g o ' ’: , ,” : , . Co
Examination df the MCT literature shows, by and large, that they do not./w~i

Typically, educators writing about MCT respond exactly as Dewey says:

\ Y

they defend the past or the status quo and reject MCT out. of hand or they

. 7
,,flow with the times and accept it without question.2 The writing of those

v

who have climbed on the MCT "bandwagon provides an example of the confusion
iithat results when curricular isSues are not treated reflectiveby.3 uThe |
1'first section:bf thie paper asks what proponents of MCT want in order to

- }.demoﬁ%trate that a straightforward answer 1s'hard-to pinp01nt., Moreover:fb

-

/

° .

'because propOnents of MCT assume that the answer is_s‘lf-evident, they

Y n

g uncritically accept certaiq educational values, instead of giving them
v . .

'._serious scrutiny.




In the-second section of the paper, responses to MCT which are more “_v-,

L3

-anhlytical are examined.- Neither simply rejecting nor accepting MCT
the writers recognize and call attention to philosophical and political —»f,

E]

'issues raised by the movement., Nonetheless, they also fail to recognize-\w .

"~ the power of their own educational discourse. All attempt to reconstruct

the MCT movement and divert its popular1ty to other educational purposes,
but- new problems arise from their unselfconscious use of language.v

A major problem with theaMCT movement_is understanding exactly wﬁ;c’»i;
im the majority of those who support.thelmovement wvant (e,g;,.Seeley, 1679{
;Neill, 19783 Parnelr 1978' Tyler, 1976). This problem results from three |
factors; 1) there is a lack of clarity about the substantive issues lnvolved
.in th;. 2) ‘there are’ inherent contradictions in the soc1al¢policy MCT
refleCts and creates, and 3) there is ‘a confusion of descriptive pre-~
"scriptive and\polemical language in MCT literature. 'Moreover, while these

. S

»~yfactors make the movement’ hard to clarify, they ‘are ‘also a source of MCT'

/ s - 1
_;symbolic ‘and political strength Vague educational policies wjth a ring of

.'accountability ‘and egalitarianism make for a very effective "bandwagon

4 (Spady, 1977). ’ o ) B ; . .'. i;-." v

On a rudimentary level there is some.agreement goncerning facts about %
VMCT. .For example, most authors date its beginning from 1972 when the State
~Board of Education of Oregon established a new criterion for high school v
graduation:. students would have to meet locally—determined competency N

_:standards, rather than simply pass a required number of courses. Most

rticles announce the score of how many states in the country are’

'establishing MCT either as legislation or as educational policy. The B

' Cox -

-~ !
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variability of programs is noted but most authors ‘agree that these char\hter-

istics.are common to all' standards are defined, in academic subjects,

LA L. . )r,.
and meaﬁg/of verifying the achievement of. the standards are specified Coe

~

' o

R However, the problem of understanding whaslproponents of MCT - want B

vbegins precisely in these agreed-upon characteristiCs of the movement J

RS

.Every advocate has his own definition of the standards that will be set for S

I v 8

competencies and the means by which their achievement will be tested. In

: 'Oregon, for example, one school district has identified over 300 competencies .
- while another has decided upon nine. e ' é/ 4

7

In what may be an effort to simplify this problem” some proponents

'e s vl

make the minimum competencies synonymous with bas1c skills. Thus, in the.zi;;'

‘proposed Wisconsin Z:gislation cited at the beginning of is paper, the

£
a" e . @

° competencies are re ing,vwriting and arithmetic. However, this seemingly
3 _ﬂ’

. -commonsensical definition of competencies is called into question by the

_n . l.
el g

National Assessment of Educational Progress which insists upon distinguishing

o -
T B

lower- and higher—order basic skills. NAEPDargues that children must°be

taught readin comprehension as well as decoding skills, problem—solving

g N

‘as Well as computational skili% In fact, it is concerned that the lower~;l

ﬁf\der basic skills are being over-taught and higher—order skills, neglected. ,A,l
* There is a critical need for attention to higher—order ..”‘ Yo i
cognitive skills, - Reasoning, analyzing, estimating, ,.: - )
.selecting appropriate information and inferring--these are ' '/ |
: Jbasic skills that are essential'to the’ effective application»_‘v
T of mathematics (Hill 1978).. - : c T e
While most state laws specify at. least the Three R's, some MCT adVOcates
expand the competencies to include additiBnal academic disciplines.__E&r;4

¥

example, -at a recent symposium on microcomputers, Dr. William Moursund“ T

LN ° -~

deemed ' criminally negligent"_any eduoational system that - does not provide

},4 TR L

r N * -
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‘for computer literacy because in 10-20 years hand-held computers will be
" as common as calculators. Other proponents of MCT broaden the competencies :

* to. include the non-academic.' Life skills, survival skills, or interpersonal

.

'Wskills are asserted to be more basic than cognitive skills. Thus, Oregon

graduates learn “ehabling (cognitive) skills for six "life—roles“ but they
‘\ w< ,V‘.

'must alSo learn to ‘be’ ablé and willing to apply them (Spady, 1977)

* The lack of . agreement ‘as - to what competencies will be tested makes

-1* ’ "1 : : ' TN

I the MCT movement difficult to define. - The confusion is only compounded

‘

by the;tasks of specifying'stand rds and tests to go with the selected

v cbmpetencies.b'Some of this confusion is inherent° educational goals are

N

'rarely clear .or unanimously held9 methods are" imprecise, and students,'

infinitely variab : Moreover, the ambiguity of the debate serves a positive ///

»

)

political purpose. Vague but charming slogans about getting back to the

' basics make possible the breadth of support the movement efeds_ and, ingfact,‘r

B! * .

'{commands. However, the bulk of the MCT literature by focusing so much on
- the 'various operational questions, functions to‘deflectvattention from an
. important prior Questioni .what'education, after:all. is imparted by”and {”
:C7what culture may issue from the cultivation of ‘minimum competencies (Dewey,@

a

o 11929) The "busy character of most of the(debate abou?'MCT is such that
qthis question)about educational valuesssimply never arises._ | : . -,' -
Equally‘confusing?educational"statements accrue from the correspondence
"between MCT and the general social and political milieu in which the. movement .
f;has‘appeared.. This is the second factor ‘that makes determining what MCT
?*_comprises‘difficult. Advocates of MCT, by. accepting that the parameters of

educational’debate must be. those of current social policy, gain_political“

2 ' . . « .

B : - Lo I o oo L ) l Ef- - TA.“T
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. credibility but ignore important diSJunctions between societal and educational _
s -4 . 5 ‘

priorities. This'tension is heightenedvby the ambiguity of-the,social policy,

. R
o . oo . . ™~

.itself. S T T .

2

o v For example, the worst of the problems of the '70's and '80's may.be :

stagflation,' an economic condition that is, paradoxically, inflétionary

. . ) N .“ ./" :
'and stagnant. A specter of this condition infused the comments of Wisconsin '/{ﬂ,
. p ‘ : e

N policy-makers in recent interviews about the problem of marginal students in
high schools, One law—maker remarked.

‘ Schools are geared to handle the kids that: fit the programs they
offer. We don't have individualized education plans for special-
needs kids the’ way- they do in the. handicapped programs. We need.
-more early basic skills testing. We need early counseling for -
kids that are having problems, family problems. .Schools .need to .
. 1dentify kids earlier--dropouts don't just happen overnlght.
The, schools just don't adapt.,.And it's not: necessar11y a question
of costing more money., Maybe schools. need’ ‘to learn, to use their ' N
existing resources in a more creative- fashlon (Interview with
a Wisconsin leg1slator 1981) o :

" This legislator, like others interviewed, expressed first, higher
‘expectations for the schools., their pﬁograms mustpappeal to all children

r

'-and ‘they must provide individualized services. At the same time, the policy—
maker den1ed the need for any substantial'increase in monies to accomplish
these inflated demands. Thus,oeducational polieies, like thé economic .

milieu in which they arise, are themselves stagflated.,

MCT is a politically potent” but ambiguous, educational policy, because o

“it also\demands increased outputs with little emphasis on financial 1nputs.
S Little attention has been paid to the increased costs resulting- ,
LoD - from legislation that mandates testing of minimum competencies .
' and remediation of students who cannot pass. competency require-
ments, More accurately,’ 11ttle attentionh has been paig by the -
public. and by the media._*School personnel are well aware that
.additional ,requirements and regulation always ‘cost more money
(Neill l978 p. 82) fﬂ;‘
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Today, there is less*aillingness to provide expansive monetary support for
education, in general, and MCT in. particular. In part, this results from

- the discrediting of the eduéational policy. of ‘the '60's, human capital

theory. If, as academic studies and press reports pronounce, investment
' F n . . ! -
' in education does not result in greater benefit to the individual in the

[}

‘form of a higher-paying, higher-status job, or to society, in the form of

P
-,

‘a more-productive, more-harmonious commun: ty, then further investment is

- T '3

not warranted. Simultaneously, however, a d contradictorily, the acquisition

of educational certificates is acknowledged as necessary for gaining a -

'.,

;“competitive edge in the race for jobs and income._ Students who-oncefwould

. have chosen college now see it as too expensive or: unsure.an investment to

- : ,make. Others expect the high school diploma to be a terminal degree. 'beﬁ',_

both groups it s increasingly important that the h1gh school diploma be
meaningful, Thus, the differentiation of- di 1o der MCT is attractiVe*'
because it will cert1fy some--probably thoerwho are already successful infif

school--for the increasingly scarce supply of non-professional jobs.

The correspondence between MCT . and so ial policy extends

‘present decade with its problem of stagflation to the dominant social

policy in the U S. in the twentieth century. minimalism (Cohen\and Haney,3

-1980). Under this policy, the government defines itsvrole,as setting.a

[
*

~

lminimumvleveljof social welfare below which no'one is alloweditoﬁfall. .

E Similarly, MCT guarantees an adequate, but not'excellent'feducation for’all.

‘v

. ‘'The paradox of th1s policy is ;hat by establishing a minimum, a stigma or

’

. negative label is also set. If some high school giplomas certify attainment é

,pof all requirements but others certify mastery of only basic competencies, w')~: o

o few will view ‘the latter as status-conferring., MCT protagonists argue that ‘N7-

| -

4 _"-'.

Y
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" the second certificate designat achievement.of at least“an adequate

u>education. However, it certifies some degree of failure as well.

The confounding of the intent of MCT~—to gUarantee a floor for, what
a diploma means--and its manifestation in a negative labelling process is -
fueled by the rhetoric of egalitarianism.- This is the third factor that

h.makes understanding the MCT movement difficult, Yet by embracing this

4

rhetoric, MCT. captures greater support.‘ It is essential to advocate

education for all," however much Such & slogan clouds a concomitant
: focus on-differentiation. ' 1 ,"*.'..' . . -
I This quotation is typical of the literature:
2 A
- The New York Board ‘of Regents has made clear that the object of
its minimum competency test is not to screen out those who fail,
but to insure that all become competent,,.Children can no‘longer
be promoted regardless of whether they learn; on the other hand, °
. sixteen-year-olds cannot be kept in. first grade, There is'only
. . .- one solution'»'make sure that everyone learns so that they can

" move forward (Seeley, _1979 P. 1).

: The appealiné simple solution set forth in the§§ast line of the quotation
-

. L%
obscures three important educational'issues: distributing education,
s ] : T U . : S
- responsibility for educational outcomes, and curricular choices. Advocates
- [ : [ . ."‘-ll oo .

of MCT ignore’an historical perspective in which "minimalismfappearsito have
'g been a relatively conflictafree’way of{;mproving life for those at the

bottom of the American heap, because economic growth allowed those above

the boftom to improve as well" (Cohen and Haney, 1980, p.,7) Shifts of
' the entire population are acceptable but shifts in the distribution of

v . R

status within the population are not.,-Because these are not times of
economic expansion, increased educational attainment by all is precluded

Therefore, it is plausible to expect that MCT will have the effect of
;;confirming those from less powerful groups-to lower—status education, rather
“ Lo A . v . . . —,4‘ . ‘ . : - . 3 ,b.

~

o
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than "insuring that all’ become competent._'lEgalitarian slogans conceal i
MCT's potential for legitimating the status quo. ’ -,_‘\ ' L o \"
. 4 | / . ." .
] . A second issue that igyobscured by the'egalitarian rhetoric of MCT . ' =&

1Is that of. responsibility for. Edutational outcomes. Although a state or

school district mandates achievement, individual students are often held

“« -

responsible for it.. ‘Seeley, fozi example, insists that "all children can"
‘and must become competent in reading, writing and arithmetic" (Seeley,

1979 P l). However, most MCT programs do not specify the ‘means for this _

development by mandating remediation programs for students who -are. found

to be "incompetents. o By juggling the: question of just who is responsible

]

for educational competency, advocates of MCT play on soc&ety’s ambivalence T

"_about whether it is the individual student s or the schgol system s fault

A

when people;failW.~This ambivalence,also contributes to the maintainance
of the §tatus'quo (Edelman,.l977, p?-S).'T

Finally, the rhetvric of egalltarianism begsjthe question of mass

-

o ‘education. Advocates of MCT borrow from mastery learning theory and assert
that everyone can learn anything, given time and appropriate techniques.

. Nevertheless, .this does not'answer the fundamental curricular_question of what

to-teach to whom, If one student learns algebra in‘a.year and“proceeds to

other math courses, but another takes four to master algebra, the two will
* ‘.‘.- ‘ : o " . . . - . o

'_rnot_be.ﬂeQual" in mathematics a; graduation, . The‘MCT.answer often made to .

"*"this‘objection is‘that schools~value.only one kind,of.learning and there are

many.other kinds that they should credit, Interpersonal and technical

' :skills should be taught along with academic skills-(Cross, 1976). This *

\

answer is also incomplete, however.' The academic curriculum is high—status

because soeiety.deems it so. Groups that receive ecourses in checkbook

—




%

balancing, fo matter how essential that skill will not command the status:

of groups learning calculus. Moreover, the inclusion of checkbeok

v s

balancing in one s schedule limits the opportunity to take higher—status

. . /‘
— classes, of necessityﬁ Therefore, in the curricular debate about MCT,
the rhetoric of egalitarianism " functions to confuse the extent to E :.~

’

© -

' which the movement is a response ‘to ‘an industyial society s need for sorting

-, and selecting mechanisms that are acceptéd}gg legitimate.

‘w2t

N o : .
. ~+ -The first question about MCT, then;--exactly what do the mé}ority;of
‘supporters want--is" not easy to clarify. Operational definitions are necessary

but. complex' the social policies that are’ reflected are“ambiguous-'rhetoric
that is timely also'obscures. Curricular proposals, such as many of those

from MCT advocates, that simply mirror the society in which they develop

-carry all she contrad1ctions of that Society. Nevertheless, most“of,the . “a
' 4 _ . B

educators writing about MCT accept this politically astute'form of.argumenté

because it assures them of public support. However, they also accept a /
negligible role: for educationql discourse in transfiguring societal NOTrms,

-

In addition, they fail to examine an’important prior question'b-what,ﬂ

definition of education is imparted through an emphasis on minimums;

-

"competencies, and«testing?' This Question remains unexamined because advocates i
- / . . :
f MCT do not understand that the words of their proposals contain valuatiVe :

4

3
~as well as referential meaﬁihgs. Articles ahout MCT -are not merely :
programmatic and technical but also set parameters within which‘education .
P ’ s ,

-

isfdéfined;‘ The implicit definition influences teachers and students as
well as the society at large. ' -hf - . g .
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. For instanc% the way in which general curricular debate\may percolate o

. down into the classroom is revealed in the follow1ng example from The Case:

for Competency—Based Education.' )
"~?7"A-Below [is:an examplegof al competenc[y} and performance
lindicato[r] that [is] essential for leading a profitable, 7

- ;esponsible, adult life, . -

GOAL—-Each student should develop the ability to make applicationf
. . for employment., ‘ - .

S COMPETENCY—-Either ‘obtain a job or research the JOb characteristics v

K o that would directly affect an employee. '

o N PERFORMANCE INDICATOR—-Either obtain a job and work for a specified
o period of time or explain to the certifierldetails aboutk’he Jobl

T such .as salary, hours, fringe benefi%s, dress: regulations, and
_'Job duties.¢ ) : - :

" .

7,fi} On the one. hand, th1s straight forward ‘account looks descriptive. :the |
. § . B
goal the competency, and the performance indicator appear to ‘be clear.

~ . . .

Obviously, people must know how to apply for jobs., However, the statemenﬂs
value judgments are neither explicitly nor clearly presented. For example,

the introductory statement implies that students should be prepared to lead
}l\ v progitable responsible"’life . While few woulﬂ quarrel with being - v

.

?r.\‘ responsible, however.that word may be defined, some might quarrel with the

equation of the good_life and "profit.". Or,vnote the emphasis in the

§?erformance Indicator on . the mechanical aspects of thedymocess of applying _

‘ for afjob Is an understanding of sexual or racial disctimination not also

4L

‘a part of competent job application, for example’
. \ ' . .
In the final analysis, educators must develop a symbolically powerful

N

s
‘ curricular debate. This requires a response to the modern world Ehat is

critical _not blind Furthermore, the response must be couched in language\

‘that is self-conscious. It must be inspired yet® the values it endorses must‘ '
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.
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- be. explicit~ it cannot be mere shibboleths or catchwords, no matter how

-'jpopular. 0therwise we will remain "caught in the meshes of a mechanical

,industrialism or trapped in “a culture whose ‘method is reminiscence" .

(Dewey, 1929 p. 292y L et :

The second question then becomes, what are the problems in developing
v: - . ?»k:t‘. ) o
such & debate° Can educators assist the vital focus [of modern society]

' 1
into new forms of thought and sensation9" (Dewey, 1929 p. 291) ,The@
question can be examined by a/tending to the writing of a small number’of

L educators whose stance toward MCT is nefther defensive nor uncritical.;‘
. : . !

N Their articles.reflect the contradictions and limitations that face edrcators},'

.

: who attempt to‘become the myth-makers or interpreters of present-day forces.

fAmong them are- some, who accept MCT as_ a, political necEssity but cynically
assert that it won' t affect schools for good or ill anyway. They deny the '
eff1cacy of educators to do more than roll with society' s punéhes. 0thers
accept MCT but trx to soften or humanize it by extending the doma1n of‘

the competencies. These educators faib to understand that in important

- |
P . \

j ways, the language of minimum; competencies, and testing shapes the education' .

¢

. ‘ that results}‘ Final;g, there are some writers who reject MCT, uéually
by stres%ing the need f&r a liberal ‘education. These.educators,.none of

.Twhom seems.to have captured much popular attention, are usually'criticizea”-.f
as'elitist or naive, d |
'The.cynical fea11§;s7(e;g., Baratz) are distinguished from thejmajority7_:
' “of writers about MCT becausefthey do not blindly embrace the economic and' :. f
political forcesbthatlimpinge‘on schools.v Instead they eloquently call -
"kattention to thesevforces, With a neutral stance, neither advoqpting MCT
nor opposingvit, they suggest that.educators shrewdly accept‘the political '
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- may be realistic it is also essentially pessnmistic., It deniesuthe possibilityfn

' that emphasis~on competencies does not produce a good education, they none-

anyway, - ' '-; o . RS
These writers characterize the formal structure of»institutions in

post-industrial society as reflecting the "myth of rationality "5
= o/ ) v
Bureaucratic educational organizations exist to produce in,a rational mannerg

Lo the classifications fnd credentials industrial society demands. Thus,

..:

the formal structure of schools must satisfy the societal injunction that .

: : z :
schools seem -to educate e, g., sphools must/administer objective tests or

Y
pass out - diplomas. This formal structure however is not’ strongly linked

to the activities that ‘are actually educative. In fact, serious examination

/ [

of what kind of education is taking/place in classrooms might prove counter— ff_

productive. It 1§ much more important for a school system to say that 1t -f;
7 .
is teach1ng the min1mum competencies than it is to prove it. That. is why

-«

' the wise school will administer minimum competency tests even though it

already collects similar information through other tests. As with,these j

-~

/
earlier tests, MCT will not change what goes on in classrooms.
While these realists thus emphasize the political importance of curricular

debate in maintaining public support, they do not allow much scope for its

-

o
production.} For eéample debate must be couched in terms of - the rational

bl

" ethos of the timés or it will be dismissed as foolishly idealistic. .Carried

-

/ . N .
to ‘an extreme /this logic is self-perpetuat1ng' even if educators think = - .

“theless will act as thOugh it does because they know that everyone else

in the society makeS;this assumption (Meyer, l977) While such an-attitudet:

2
that the terms of'a”curricular debate can be“altered. L,

L

e . T T ’ : e ' T ’:

>



N Furthermore, these educators do not consider that th? debate about A
L S : A: . : -

n : ' Wl
e MCT will have much impact on life in classrooms. This is because the"

Q\

: status Quo, though carefully described is ngnetheless accepted ‘as the way
things must_be. This complacency is reflected in the way the issue of MCT s

‘impact on.minorities is-addressed" Supposedly blacks will not lose any of

«.

the gains . made in’ the '60's . because those gains are embedded in law."If fh'

- " -

there is undue hardship, legal and political challenges to MCT will be ."

mounted (Baratz, 1980) Such a sanguine view is hardly tenable., First, N

b e
o it denies the sanctioning power of differentiated diplomas. These.may

-

justify racial discrimination in hiring practices much more thanathe

unofficial dropout procedure now does. Furthermore,- 'afeguardsqto

em tenuous. at’ -
2 .. o
- v

best in these times of political reaction.f, : "".bj_ ‘ R

) prevent undue hardship-—legal and political challenges'

Therefore the cynica : r'ists carefully describe the parameters of

&
However, the cost

‘at which such autonomy is bought,is very high.‘ According to these writers,
7 .

_ educators must be Janus-like, sat1sfying educative as. well as societal
priorities.. However, such a balancing éct may be untenable over. time without

.crisis in both arenas, Educators ‘may win popular support by mouthing plat1—_
rtudes_about competencies but they may lose the abilitylto produce meaningful_

v

. 4 o o . -
discourse-about:educationalrvalues.4
A second group of writers whose stance toWard MCTiis neither.defensive -

-

nor uncritical argues that education is different in some way from the social

and political forces to which it reJLonds (e g., Spady,_Cross).' These '*_f .

writers try to

i ".
o

"soften or humanize these forces as they are expressed in ‘

-

! o
Bl §
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the MCT ‘movement, usually'by hroadening the domain of competencies £o

include life:skills.* Thus,‘Spady asserts that-a "full-blown”CBE‘program

[will have an] adequacy and mission [that] extend beyond the prevalent and
. = .
nartow demands for minimum student basic skill proficiencies (Spady, 1977

L}

. p. 10). Praising Oregon s plan he expansively proposes that education

'teach the competencies needed'bylall ch11dren for six "lifeeroles":f learner,

-
-

"‘ﬂindividual, citizen, family memberﬁ consum;r, and worker.'l

it

There are obvious objections tp such a proposal Some would”say that i‘
'teaching a student how to be a family member is still rather a mystery,
others,‘that schools~are not the_1nstitutions to_try to teach'it anyway.,

l Furthermore,lSpadyfhimself4acknowledges'that an'expansion.of‘the school' .

'role along the lines: he proposes is financially unfea51b1e at this time.':ﬁ

" A more serious objection can- be raised however. These educators are

- unable to transfigure the requirements set by the: industrial forces of the ;,.
day for education because they use the very. language of industrialism in

' their own remed/es. The1r unselfconscious use of the language involves ,
K dunwitting acceptance of the values carried in: the language. Thus, the praise— .

S _worthy intent to "view students as active agents 4in the educational process,

not as’ passive recipientS’of society s concern with accountability..."'

'(Spady, l977, p. 10) is undercut by -a language of skills, outcomes, and

Y BN

measurements. S X S _ ;“ S o -

: For example, compare these two statements. S 4;\/'.
U) The central theory is simple. Human life, however varied, .= ¢
b S ’consists in the performance of certain activities, Education
" - that prepares for life is.one that prepares definitely. and |
,adequately for these specific activities. However numerous
. . . and diverse the human activities may be for arny social class,
T ’ ~ they can be discovéréd: This requires only. that one go.out .into -
o the world .of affdirs ‘and discover the particulars of which these -
:  affairs consist. - These will show the -abilities,. attitudes, habits,
2 L appreciations and forms of knowledge that men need : : .

li
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L Compotency*based education [is] a data—based, adaptive performance—'<
K o oriented set:of integrated processes that" facilitate measure,~_ L
v - record and certify within the context of flexible time' ‘parameters '
o -.the ‘demonstration of known,.explicitly stated, and agreed upon .
W learning outcomes "that reflect successful functioning in life
Cw roles. : » T .

v,

The first is from Bobbitts classic of 1918 The: Currioulum' the secdnd is

; from Spady s article written in 1977 Both use the language pf social

efficiency. This results in both advocating an education that is instrumental'

-rather than intrinsically valuable,.learning that is task—analyzed, rather’
than holistic, and a. curriculum that is individualuL:in an idiosyncratic
use of that term, rather than common Moreover both suggest that thev : ‘,

Question of what the schools should teach is commonsensical and non—'-

problematic. o
: ' 7 Sy N o R
R 'Thps this group of writers,?though intending to suggest a humane education.

for all, actually seems to be overwhelmed by the same question Bobbitt was"
what in the world is to be done with all these masses of people who are

thronging to the schools°‘ The answer of MCT is in the tradition of social

¢

" efficiency.' Individualized, practical programs in a mastery learning frame—~'h

)

°’work ‘are - suggested as the means: of accomodating the. significant intellectual

and social . d1fferences between learners that is -the basic assumption of a

Cy

Bobbitt, Spady,’and other social engineers . B = o 'L.

A third. group of writers who try to take seriously Dewey s injunction .
: S g .
: to be myth—makers and interpreters of modern day forces argue against MCT
i .

by arguing for a liberal education (e 8.y Greene Griffiths) These educators;‘_

. assert that in the modern world, as more people work at meaningless jobs,

the liberal arts are more important than ever. It is not that a liberal ’

Al
S el

\ -
education will "adjust" one to industrialization, but that it will prevent ‘




.one_ ,.Ifromibecoming‘arﬁmereutechniciaﬂ, too engrossed‘to reflect upon J_ BRI
[oneself]"'(Greene,"197§"pffb35). Moreover, these writers meet the iSSuec ) fikvl
Wof egalitarianism head on by asserting that "it is fundamentally wrong to.
act as if access to the humanities were beyond the capabilities Qf the .é :

-1.

disadvantaged' studentS ..[the humanities are] part of a\basic education -

- R N

. -in erican-Life?Zf L _ ET "f; ’ ',: o }.

.i(Niwsweek quoting from the Rockefeller Foundation s,report The~Humanities

The main criticism of'theseveducators contribution to the debate regarding
MCT is not with what they say, but with how they say it. Even‘though they 3

; '.assert that a liberal education is not beyond the capabilities of 'the masses,

<1

their articles employ allusions and arguments that are beyond the capabilities .
'of almost anyone Thus Maxine Greene s article, which explicitly den1es

_that high culture is for the few nonetheless uses so many literary allusions -mg ’
that it is comprehensible only to the few in the population who are English o

N

" majors, Hence, her arguments can be dismissed as. sotnding elitisb, even o
- N . ] . P2 .7 : -~ , . 7. . ‘ . R ] . . 3

'thoughblthat islnot.their-substance.

Furthermore, there are problemg withfthe'substance of the argument for

L

,a"liberal'education-as well, Liberal educators are no less dependent upon»
uncritically accepted slogans than many MQT advocates They suggest that

'what is needed is a common, not "~ an individualized curriculum but they do-

not explain how such a program is to be seiected In fact, the curriculum
’ implied looks very like the traditional academic curriculum that has served 7

- the middle class so well Thus, the question»of-how one creates ‘a* common~

. £l

'culture for all which nonetheless«recognizes political and social diversity

-~

is raiseﬂ but never really answered




ot

. none of these writers responds uncritically to the demands of modern/f/
,‘/"
/!

.mainstream advocates of MCT highlights the difficulties of creating serioys =

for an educatiﬁn that is differentiated and structurally utilitaria

.‘\‘ . F I N . . . .
2 - . ) . . . . . T . .. A 4

The, ekamination of the-three'groupS»of educators who stand apart from ‘
/ 7

discoursa in the curriculum field, Unlike many of the proponents of ngﬁy

L s

/ v, Ty
o

A‘.-A' v.

itself Those who most clearly see the importance of the symbolic functiOn

. limiting the audience to whom‘their-statements wilifmake sense!. While these ,;

'4three groups of writers perceive the need for educators to respond . criticallyﬂ

,to the demandg of modern society they fail to frame their criticisms in

language that is self-reflective yet politically powerful

If we are.to-establish genuine curricular debate-—one in which we

do not bow to the times or fly to the past--we must speak in a language‘

"that is clear ‘but - not simpleminded .about issueslthat are complex without'

_.against the mainstream-

. /.

'.‘adding to their complexity. Such discourse cannot be a simple reaction

. i
i I

el Not chiding but the sympathy and direction of understanding is what B

the harsh utilitarian and!: prosaic tendencies of present education.

" Tre re,.,To bring to the consciousness of the coming generation b
' d%ﬁ%hiig of the potential significance of the 1ife of day-to-day,
. to ‘transmute it from outward fact into intelligent perception, - :

is the first step in the creation of .a culture (Dewey, 1929, p. 294)

2U



., NOTES - .- A

o . . - . i . . s

s ‘.

1The legislature eventually passed a modified MCT bill which -a)
provides resources to the Department of Public Instruiction to develop
'competency tests. for use by districts. but 'b). makes use of . the tests a-

: voluntary district dec1sion, not a mandatory requirement.

2The past defended can be real or

3"Bandwagon is Spady s, word.
Use of the word, "incompetents," reminiscent of G, Stanley Hall's
"incapables," is attributed to Henry Brickell, Director of Policy Studies_

in Education, the Academy for Educational Development by Neill) 1978
po 710 - K R

5The cynical realists build on the theories of Meyer and Rowan.
6Adler s Paideia Proposal fits”i this category, although his

treatise depends on uncritically accepted slogans,_rather than obscure
' allusions. : . k
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